Rates and Correlates of Pain Specialty Clinic Use Nationally in the Veterans Health Administration.
Chronic pain management is a growing focus of attention, in part because of concern over excessive use of opioids for treatment of chronic noncancer pain. In the Veterans Health Administration (VHA), pain specialty clinics have been established to address the needs of patients with challenging pain issues. The current study identified characteristics of such patients in a national sample of VHA service users in fiscal year 2012. Bivariate analyses compared patients diagnosed with pain who visited a pain specialty clinic with those who did not on sociodemographic characteristics, medical, pain, and psychiatric diagnoses, health service use, and opioid and psychotropic drug use. Logistic regression identified variables that independently differentiated pain clinic users from nonusers. Altogether, 122,240 of 2,025,765 patients with pain diagnoses (5.79%) attended pain specialty clinics. Pain clinic users had higher rates of muscle spasms, neuralgia, neuritis, radiculitis, and fibromyalgia, as well as major depression and personality disorders. Further, a fibromyalgia diagnosis was the strongest independent correlate of pain clinic attendance, along with the number of medical-surgical clinic visits. Veterans attending a pain clinic also received more opioids than those not attending (10.4 vs 6.7 prescriptions, respectively), but there were no substantial differences in other factors. Patients attending pain specialty clinics have more difficult-to-treat pain conditions and comorbid psychiatric disorders that are independent of major medical diagnoses, use more outpatient services, and receive a greater number of opioid prescriptions. These data support the inclusion of mental health care in the specialized treatment of chronic pain.